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retail industries try to reinvent themselves through 

new business models.”

FEDERICO GIAMMARUSTO
PARTNER, MILAN, ITALY
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Spotting opportunities for growth
in the fast-moving fashion market 

MARKET TRENDS 
 
The business dynamics of the fashion 
industry—like fashions themselves— are 
always changing. What worked a year 
or two ago very often no longer works 
now. But the industry continues to 
adapt and M&A activity continues at a 
vibrant pace, including in the accessible 
fashion category, where disruption has 
been the defining characteristic in the 
years since the Great Recession.

The M&A environment in the global 
fashion industry reflects the core 
importance and resilience of the 
sector, especially considering its 
transformation over the last decade. 
Starting around the time of the 2008 
economic crisis, the manufacturing part 
of the supply chain collapsed.  
This led to the emergence of a full suite 
of affordable-fashion manufacturing 
capabilities, especially in Italy. 

(CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE)



2OAKLINS – Spot On · Contemporary & Accessible Fashion · September 2019

FROM MANUFACTURER TO  
BRAND OWNER

As the brandsʼ second lines 
and big, licensing companies 
collapsed after the Great 
Recession, their manufacturers 
had to acquire new skill sets. 

After only manufacturing, they had 
to enrich their capabilities with brand 
building, marketing and distribution. This 
shift created a radically new competitive 
landscape around the globe. 

Suppliers of second-line products for the 
big, licensing companies moved from 
pure manufacturing to starting up their 
own fashion brands. This was one of 
the most significant shifts in the industry 
over that period, and many of these 
businesses have now reached  
significant scale—generally ranging from 
US$50 million to US$450 million  
in revenue. 

Growth continues for some regions

Despite the disruption, the fashion 
industry continues to grow, according 
to the Global Fashion Index, produced 

annually by McKinsey. But the rate of 
growth is slowing somewhat. McKinsey 
projects fashion-industry growth of 
3.5–4.5% in 2019, compared with a 
slightly stronger 4–5% pace of growth 
last year. The weaker forecast reflects 
slower overall global economic growth 
and potential disruption in major 
trade relationships. On the one hand, 
according to the McKinsey report, Latin 
America, the Middle East, Africa and 
Russia are experiencing economic 
and political challenges that will likely 
dampen consumer spending. Europe is 
facing a slowdown, and USA growth may 
have peaked in 2018. On the other hand, 
emerging Asia-Pacific countries and 
much of emerging Europe will continue 
to see strong spending growth as more 
global players enter these markets. 

In effect, McKinsey says, growth can’t 
be taken for granted. Optimism can 
be found only in pockets, notably in 
North America and in the premium and 
luxury segments, aided by a strong 
performance in 2018. Overall, 42% of 
respondents in the Business of Fashion-
McKinsey State of Fashion Survey1 
expect market conditions to become 
worse in 2019. And dealing with volatility, 
uncertainty and shifts in the global 
economy are seen as the top challenges 
for McKinsey survey respondents for the 
third straight year.

Another major fashion-industry trend is 
that the people who’ve recently started 
new brands often have nothing to do with 
the design of clothing. Instead, they're 
amateurs—artists, performers, DJs—
with little experience but natural good 
taste. They can do their own marketing 
via celebrities, influencers and social 
media. One significant example is Off-
White, a brand started in 2014 by a group 
of young Italians. The CEO and designer 
is Virgil Abloh, the well-known American 
interior designer and entrepreneur. 

Another example is Peggy Gou, Korean 
DJ, fashion icon, and giraffe-lover, who 
has just revealed her new label Kirin in 
cooperation with New Guards Group. 
In the meantime, top influencers like 
Chiara Ferragni and Danielle Bernstein 
have mastered the art of converting 
their followers into customers, which has 
turned them into fashion entrepreneurs.

Market trends

Projected growth for 2019  
is slightly less than last year

4.5%

¹ https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/retail/our-insights/the-state-of-fashion-2019-a-year-of-awakening
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SIX TRENDS CHANGING THE INDUSTRY 

External factors that impact the product, marketing and sales decisions in the fashion industry.

1. ACCESS VS OWNERSHIP 
The lifespan of fashion products 
is being stretched as pre-owned, 
refurbished, repaired and rental 
business models continue to evolve. 
Across many categories, consumers 
have demonstrated an appetite to 
shift away from traditional ownership 
to newer ways in which to access 
products

2. SELF-DISRUPTION 
Technology and social media are 
enabling a new breed of "challenger" 
brands that disrupt a sector or 
category where incumbent players 
have rested on their laurels. 
Meanwhile, to compete and stay 
relevant among demanding young 
consumers, traditional brands are 
echoing this dynamic and disrupting 
their own brands, offerings and 
business models

3. RISE OF COLLABORATIONS 
Collaborations seem like a win-win 
opportunity to promote a brand 
  
 
 

among the new audiences and 
build upon other artists’/brands’ 
competencies 

4. RISE OF CONTEMPORARY 
FASHION 
The shift from glamour to streetwear 
is reflected not only in the number 
of new streetwear brands and their 
sales numbers but also in the way 
incumbent fashion brands design their 
looks and ads

5. EXTREME TRANSPARENCY 
The fashion industry is under 
increasing pressure over its 
environmental and social practices. 
Growing scrutiny nudges companies 
into getting more transparent supply 
chains

6. NEW TRADE RULES 
The apparel trade is reshaped by 
new barriers, trade tensions and 
uncertainty. However, there may 
also be new opportunities from 
growing South-South trade and the 
renegotiation of trade agreements.

All those youngish entrepreneurs in 
their 30s and 40s—like Rihanna, Virgil 
Abloh and the founders of Off-White—are 
looking to build up their businesses and 
eventually sell them. Most of the brands 
globally or in the USA have reached scale 
already. Some are over US$1 billion, while 
in the fashion hub of Italy theyʼre over 
US$100 million. 

Growth, in this context, comes from 
cash injections from investors. Fashion 
entrepreneurs are becoming more 
sophisticated about how to negotiate 
these investments. 

Critically, investors are not the typical 
private-equity operators in traditional 
suits and ties. Instead, investors reflect 
the styles of the fashion business, and 
vice versa. The Silicon Valley style is 
more prevalent among these investors. 
A successful relationship depends on 
understanding this, says Oaklins' fashion 
industry specialist Giammarusto.  
“If you get in front of these entrepreneurs 
dressed in a suit, itʼs already a no-go,”  
he says. “Instead, you have to speak their 
language, understand their business, 
respect their values.”

Market trends

“Contemporary fashion has invaded the global market, 
from high- to low-price merchandising. We are expecting 
a return to the basics of design and tradition. This could 

drive a further wave of M&A because new businesses may 
understand that momentum is about to slow and they can 
put their companies on the market. Accessible fashion has 
pushed a lot on the market, and there’s a size limit on the 

expansion of entrepreneurial companies. M&A could be the 
only way to enlarge  a business.”

FEDERICO GIAMMARUSTO
PARTNER, MILAN, ITALY
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OAKLINS TEAM ADVISES 
ORLEBAR BROWN IN AQUISITION 
BY CHANEL 

Orlebar Brown Limited, the 
British luxury online menswear 
brand, was acquired by the 
French fashion giant Chanel 
SA in September 2018. The 
swim and resort-wear maker 
was advised in the transaction 
by Oaklins Cavendish, based 
in the UK.

Orlebar Brown was founded in 2007 
by Adam Brown and former business 
partner Julia Simpson-Orlebar. The 
company pioneered the tailored 
approach to men’s beach fashion and 
swimwear. It has since evolved into a full 
collection of resort wear that revolves 
around the themes of travel, holiday 
and sun. It’s celebrated for its iconic 
photographic print shorts. 

Now, swimwear accounts for only 36% 
of the business, according to a report 
published at the time of the acquisition. 
T-shirts, polo shirts and accessories are 
also part of the product mix. The brand 
operates 24 direct retail stores and does 
40% of its business online. Its high-profile 
customers include Leonardo DiCaprio, 
Jay-Z, Hugh Jackman, Tom Brady,  
Michael Fassbender and Roger Federer.  
It employs over 100 people worldwide.

Adam Brown continues to lead the 
business as creative director alongside 
CEO Paul Donoghue. 

Oaklins digs deep to find the right fit

To successfully close the transaction, 
Oaklins Cavendish, based in the UK, 
built a structured process around key 
buyers—developing significant interest 
internationally, particularly from the 
USA, Asia and France.  

Competitive offers from private equity 
and trade ran in parallel. The senior 
team of consumer specialists built a 
detailed understanding of the business 
over three years prior to the sale. 

Among the significant market trends 
and deal drivers: 

 ͽ Luxury groups are shifting to 
embrace the digital era, as seen  
by Richemont acquiring Yoox  
Net-a-Porter, as well as Chanel and 
Eurazeo’s investment in Farfetch

 ͽ A similar rationale led to 
Investindustrial acquiring luxury 
direct furniture retailer OKA in 2018

 ͽ Digital expertise was the main  
driver behind the deal, together with 
synergies between Chanel’s female 
swimwear business, Eres,  
and Orlebar Brown.

Spotlight:  
Orlebar Brown Limited  

“Thank you for helping us to 
achieve this extraordinary 

result–Chanel is the perfect 
home for Orlebar Brown.  

You were patient and 
tenacious and I always felt you 

had my best interests  
at heart.”

ADAM BROWN
FOUNDER, ORLEBAR BROWN 

LIMITED, UK

ADAM BROWN
FOUNDER, ORLEBAR BROWN LIMITED, UK
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M&A activity

In the meantime, e-commerce platforms, 
which were once potential acquisition 
targets, have turned into potential 
investors. Farfetch’s recent investment in 
New Guards Group and Bohoo’s recent 
acquisition of Karen Millen and Coast 
might suggest that the e-commerce 
platforms are ready to revamp their 
current business models and revise their 
old ways to acquire market share. 

Over the last five years, deal-making 
activity in the apparel, footwear and 
accessories space has been especially 
strong in Europe, something noted by 
both Pitchbook and McKinsey. 

North America and the Asia-Pacific 
region were close behind, with the 
rest of the world lagging. In 2018, 
for example, there were 107 deals in 
Europe, 96 in the Asia-Pacific region and 
73 in the USA and Canada. The numbers 
vary, but this pattern holds going back 
to 2014. This is not surprising, according 
to McKinsey, because the recovery 
of the sector has been unequal, with 
most of the growth coming from luxury 
and emerging markets in Asia. China is 
expected to overtake the USA as  
the largest fashion market in the  
world in 2019, according to  
McKinsey FashionScope.

There are new M&A trends in fashion & retail, both 
quantity- and quality-wise. Overall, M&A activity has 
been cooling down, impacted by the looming new trade 
rules. The world’s commercial order is changing, which is 
illustrated by the trade wars and Brexit. 

Transactions closed (in US$ billions)

*Jan–Aug

Source: Capital IQ
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EUROPE LEADS IN TRANSACTIONS

FROM LOCAL TO GLOBAL

The manufacturing and distribution side 
of the affordable accessory business 
is overwhelmingly local, notes Oaklinsʼ 
Giammarusto. 

What an investor should bring 
to a successful local company is 
international growth and reach, plus 
a broader perspective. “Because 
these local operators are successful 
in manufacturing, they tend to focus 
exclusively on the ground in their local 
markets—they tend to get stuck in their 
factories,” he says. 

Bridging two skill sets

On the one hand, successful companies 
on the manufacturing side have 
industrial competency. On the other 
hand, fashion entrepreneurs lack this. 

Giammarusto says an investor can 
bridge the two—connecting them to 
increase value. The celebrities who start 
fashion lines donʼt need marketing skills 
as much as they need manufacturing 
and distribution tools and expertise. 
They need to engineer a profit and get 
products on shelves and racks.

What brings buyers to the table?

For sellers, according to Giammarusto, 
there are several drivers of value. 
Among them are international visibility, 
non-traditional communication access 
to millennials—such as social media, 
and e-commerce players (not just 
companies with e-commerce). Also 
critical is an ability to create a buzz at an 
international level. “Local companies will 
be out of the market soon or merge into 
larger companies,” he says. 

A buyer, Giammarusto 
suggests, should bring several 
characteristics to the table. 
It has to have international 
access and the ability to 
envision intrinsic value.  
It has to understand market 
dynamics well enough to  
know the right moment to sell. 
And it needs to accept cultural 
diversity as a fundamental 
element in boosting sales and  
gaining visibility.

*Jan–Aug

Source: Capital IQ 

Number of deals 2018 Number of deals 2019

M&A activity
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RECENT GLOBAL TRANSACTIONS

Date Target Buyer Transaction 
value (in US$ m) 

Description

Aug-19 Farfetch 675

Farfetch Limited acquired 46% of New Guards Group 
S.p.A, the Milan-based fashion company with a portfolio 
of contemporary fashion brands. The deal provides an 
equal split of cash and stock

Aug-19 Boohoo 22

Boohoo.com plc acquired Karen Millen Fashions 
Limited, a womenswear company, in an insolvency 
auction. Boohoo.com is the listed, UK-based online 
retailer of clothing, footwear and accessories, 
headquartered in Manchester. The acquisition includes 
the online business and all associated intellectual 
property rights as well as its subsidiary, Coast Stores

Jul-19
Damac Properties 

Co. LLC
 177

Damac Properties Co. LLC, a UAE-based real-estate 
developer acquired Roberto Cavalli S.p.A., an Italy-
based fashion company

Mar-19 RNF Group Not disclosed

RNF Group, the Netherlands-based company that 
manufactures and distributes casual and sporty shoes, 
has acquired Shabbies Amsterdam, a luxury shoe and 
handbag designer

Mar-19 Maus Freres S.A. 198

Maus Freres S.A., a Switzerland-based owner and 
operator of hypermarket stores, department stores 
and restaurants acquired a 20% stake in The Kooples 
Diffusion SAS, a France-based manufacturer of fashion 
apparel and accessories

Jan-19
LVMH Luxury 

Ventures
Not disclosed

Gabriela Hearst, the American luxury brand dedicated 
to sustainability, received a minority investment from 
LVMH Luxury Ventures

Sep-18 Chanel Not disclosed
The luxury swimwear and resort fashion brand was 
acquired by Chanel from founder Adam Brown, private 
equity firm Piper, and other shareholders

Jul-18 Gordon Brothers Not disclosed
The USA investment firm Gordon Brothers acquired 
the business streetwear fashion retailer Bench and all 
related intellectual property assets

Jul-18
Authentic Brands 

Group LLC
340

The USA brand development and licensing company 
Authentic Brands Group LLC acquired the Nine 
West and Bandolino brands, including all intellectual 
property, licensing partnerships and marketing activities 
for the brands, from Nine West Holdings, Inc.

May-18
Fosun Industrial 

Holdings Ltd.
25

The Chinese conglomerate Fosun Industrial Holdings 
Ltd. acquired a 50.87% stake in the luxury textiles firm 
from the former majority shareholder group

Apr-18
Authentic Brands 

Group LLC
Not disclosed

ABG, the brand development, marketing and 
entertainment company that owns brands including 
Juicy Couture, Jones New York, Herve Leger and 
Judith Leiber, acquired the Nautica brand, including its 
marketing and licensing functions, from VF Corporation 

Source: Capital IQ; Mergermarket

M&A activity
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*Jan–Aug

Source: Oaklins
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OAKLINS OFFERS A 
COMPREHENSIVE RANGE  
OF SERVICES  

 ͽ M&A advisory (buy- and sell-side)

 ͽ Growth equity and equity capital 
markets advisory

 ͽ Debt advisory

 ͽ Corporate finance services 

Contemporary & accessible fashion 
is one of our focus areas. Combining 
comprehensive sector knowledge 
with global execution has led 
Oaklins to become one of the most 
experienced M&A advisors in the 
contemporary & accessible fashion 
sector, with a large network of 
relevant market players worldwide. 
This results in the best possible 
merger, acquisition and divestment 
opportunities for contemporary & 
accessible fashion companies.

If mergers, acquisitions, or divestitures 
of businesses or business units 
are part of your strategy, we would 
welcome the opportunity to exchange 
ideas with you. 

OAKLINS CONTEMPORARY & ACCESSIBLE FASHION 
SPECIALISTS

About Oakl ins

Oaklins is the world’s most experienced mid-market  

M&A advisor, with 800 professionals globally and dedicated 

industry teams in 40 countries worldwide. We have closed  

over 1,500 transactions in the past five years.

Deep local roots,  
global commitment
Oaklins brings you opportunities from across the world and  

we meet you with our expertise wherever you are
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Oaklins disclaimer

This report is provided for information purposes only. Oaklins and its member firms make no guarantee, representation or 
warranty of any kind regarding the timeliness, accuracy or completeness of its content. This report is not intended to convey 
investment advice or solicit investments of any kind whatsoever. No investment decisions should be taken based on the contents 
and views expressed herein. Oaklins and its member firms shall not be responsible for any loss sustained by any person who 
relies on this publication.

© 2019 Oaklins. All rights reserved. 

Oaklins is the collective trade name of independent member firms affiliated with Oaklins International Inc.  
For details of the nature of affiliation please refer to www.oaklins.com/legal.


